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Imagine a future in which you drive home from work, plug your car into
your house, and have it provide electricity for evening lights and meals
nd even supply electricity to the grid for the community’s benefit. Then,
in the lull of the night, your house or the grid will
return the favor to produce for your car the energy
it will need for the next day.
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This is a technically possible future because your car

could well be a fuel-cell car that us-
es hydrogen to produce electricity
(see “Hydrogen Economy” on pages

10-13). Your car could become a

distributed generator and your house a producer of

energy and a refueling station. Concurrently, the
emissions resulting from the use of energy for your
house and car can approach zero, if the hydrogen
and the electricity are produced using renewable

ajor manuracturers are aevelioping

% ia electric vehicles and fuel-cell vehi-

produce far fewer emissions

and get greater mileage. Above is a

la Insight hybrid electric car and a
10 pickup truck that uses an on-

rd reformer to produce hydrogen for
use in a fuel cell.

energy resources and technologies.

For America’s transportation sector, striv-
ing toward such a future is vitally impor-
tant. Our transportation is almost entirely
dependent on oil, nearly 60% of which
arrives in tankers from foreign shores.
And our use of petroleum in transporta-
tion translates directly into huge emis-
sions of pollutants and greenhouse gases.

It is against this backdrop that Secretary
of Energy Spencer Abraham announced
the FreedomCAR program, for research
into “advanced, fuel-cell technology,
which uses hydrogen to power automo-
biles without creating pollution. The
long-term results of
this...effort will be cars
and trucks that are
more efficient, cheaper
to operate, pollution
free, and competitive.”
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Multifaceted R&D Effort

Although the program and its emphasis are new,
the long-term goals are familiar—greater energy
independence, reducing emissions, and building
a hydrogen-supply infrastructure. They are ones
that NREL has been supporting for years under
DOE guidance.

Achieving these goals requires a multitiered ap-
proach and will involve many players—auto
and component manufacturers, the energy in-
dustry, government agencies, and national labo-
ratories. For its part, NREL is helping the nation
realize these goals through two general path-
ways: the development of advanced vehicles,
systems, and components; and the testing and
development of alternative fuels.

The Advanced Vehicle Pathway

A drawback of our current transportation sys-
tem is that it relies heavily on internal com-
bustion engines, which are quite
inefficient—the typical gasoline internal com-
bustion engine for cars converts less than 18%
of the heat energy in gasoline into kinetic en-
ergy for the car. An alternative is the electric
vehicle, whose efficiency can be greater than
60% and whose operation does not generate
emissions. However, the most popular choice
for powering electric vehicles—batteries—pro-
vides only a short driving range. But by com-
bining internal combustion with electric
propulsion, you get the best of both worlds: a
hybrid electric vehicle (HEV) with a very good
driving range, significantly increased efficien-
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cy over the internal combustion engine, and
greatly reduced emissions.

You also get a pathway to the future fuel-cell ve-
hicle—where fuels cells will eventually replace
the engine in a hybrid electric vehicle. Toward
this future, NREL emphasizes a systems ap-
proach, in which we analyze subsystems and
components to determine how they may best be
integrated to optimize vehicle performance. To
do this, we develop interactive modeling tools
and make them available to others so that they
may more quickly optimize their designs of
components and HEV systems (see sidebar
“Accelerating Clean Vehicle Development”).

One of the subsystems we analyze is the battery
pack and its thermal management. Different batter-
ies tend to operate best at particular temperature
ranges, which can change with the cycling of the

Accelerating Clean
Vehicle Development




Clearing the Air

battery. Temperature variations from module to
module can affect performance and life. Our
analysis can point to ways in which to manage the
temperature of the battery subsystems, for best per-
formance (see sidebar “Going Farther for Less”).

Other important subsystems are those that help
determine the comfort of the passenger—heat-
ing, ventilation, cooling, and keeping the air
clean. These auxiliary systems can consume a
large amount of energy. NREL uses an optimiza-
tion approach to analyze auxiliary loads, simul-
taneously modeling passenger comfort, heating
and air-conditioning, and vehicle performance
to determine how best to keep passengers com-
fortable while minimizing fuel use and emis-
sions. This systems approach, which can
minimize auxiliary loads while increasing vehi-
cle performance and passenger comfort, could
save the nation billions of gallons of gasoline
per year—to painlessly reduce our dependence
on foreign oil and enhance air quality.

The Fuel Pathway

A hydrogen infrastructure in which the hydro-
gen fuel-cell car plays a starring role may be
the ideal to which to aspire, but there are
many options available that would enable the
nation to cut its use of petroleum and in the
process reduce its emissions. Among these op-
tions are alternative fuels—including com-
pressed natural gas, liquefied natural gas,
ethanol, and methanol—that we can use in our
cars, trucks, and buses.

The first step in understanding how best to cut
emissions and curtail oil consumption with al-
ternative fuels is to establish a base that enables
us to make comparisons, to measure progress,
and to understand the properties of fuels and the
consequences of its use. NREL is establishing
such a base with a testing program it manages
for the Department of Energy—the Alternative
Fuels Data Center. We test and analyze a wide
variety of cars, trucks, vans, buses, and fleets
that use alternative fuels. This program has en-
abled us to build an extensive database on alter-
native fuels, their properties, and their
performance characteristics. The information
from this database is avail-
able to anyone who wants
the data, and it is used by
fleet managers, munici-
palities, manufacturers of
vehicles and components,
the fuel industry, and re-
searchers.
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develops these fuels through its biofuels and
biomass programs (see “Biorefineries” on pages
2-5). These fuels are most often blended with
gasoline—a strategy that not only gets more al-
ternative fuels into the energy infrastructure, but
also helps curtail emissions.

A third step is to produce hydrogen from renew-
able resources for use as both a fuel and an en-
ergy carrier. This will dovetail nicely with the
parallel development of fuel-cell vehicles. NREL
pursues this alternative through its research in
basic energy sciences and through the DOE’s
hydrogen program (see “Hydrogen Economy”
on pages 10-13).

The Heavy-duty Option. Another option for re-
ducing emissions is to develop clean diesel fuels
for heavy-duty vehicles. Diesel fuel accounts for
almost 20% of the fuel used on our highways,
and its use in on-road heavy-duty vehicles gen-
erates thousands of tons of nitrogen oxides, par-
ticulate matter, and other pollutants each year.
Working with industry, NREL has helped devel-
op technologies and approaches in which diesel
emissions can be drastically cut.

One approach by
NREL and its
partners is to
develop clean
“conventional”
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NREL and its partners
explore many options
for reducing emissions
from diesel fuels. One
option is this specially
designed heavy-truck
engine. The design re-
duces the temperature
at which ignition occurs
(to lower NOx emis-
sions); modifie

diesel fuels for use with catalyzed filters (see
sidebar “Breathing Easier”). A second approach
is to develop clean synthetic fuels from natural
gas (or synthesis gas—primarily hydrogen and
carbon monoxide) in conjunction with modify-
ing a diesel engine to optimally burn the syn-
thetic diesel. With this approach, carbon
monoxide emissions can be nearly eliminated,
while particulate matter and nitrogen oxides
can be reduced by up to 97%.

Designer Fuels. A further strategy is to design
diesel fuels on the molecular level. In this way,
you can design for particular properties of a fu-
el—such as the cetane number (a measure of
how readily the fuel will ignite), auto-ignition
temperature, and the rate of combustion. Each
of these properties is controlled by the molecu-
lar structure of the fuel. Eventually, through an
iterative process, designer fuels can be opti-
mized for high performance and low pollutants.

NREL researchers are just beginning this process.
Their aim is to do it first for diesel with more
conventional fossil-fuel stock, then to turn to re-
newable stock, and finally, to pass beyond
diesel to other fuels.

Designing fuels at the molecular level is just
one part of a multifaceted effort that NREL
is engaged in to help the nation move
away from foreign sources of oil, toward

an infrastructure that includes a large per-
centage of renewable fuels and advanced
vehicles and that may eventually culmi-
nate in zero emissions.

Fischer-Tropsch

One way to lower
diesel emissions is to
use the Fischer-Tropsch
process to produce
clean synthetic diesel,
such as this fuel,
which contains no
sulfur and very few
aromatics. Another
way NREL is exploring
is to design the fuel
from the molecular
level, to achieve not
only low emissions but
high performance.
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